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Soft γ-ray repeaters (SGRs) are a rare type of γ-ray transient sources that are ocasionally detected as bursts in the high-energy sky 1 . They are thought to be produced by magnetars, young neutron stars with very strong magnetic fields of the order of 10 14−15 G (refs 2, 3). Only three such objects are known in our Galaxy, and a fourth one is associated with the supernova remnant N49
in the Large Magellanic Cloud 4 . In none of these cases has an optical counterpart to either the γ-ray flares or the quiescent source been identified. Here we present multi-wavelength observations of a puzzling source, SWIFT J195509+261406, for which we detected more than 40 flaring episodes in the optical band over a time span of 3 days, plus a faint infrared flare 11 days later, after which it returned to quiescence. We propose that SWIFT J195509+261406
is a member of a subgroup of SGRs for which the long-term X-ray emission is transient in nature. Furthermore, it is the first SGR for which bursts have been detected in the optical and near-infrared bands and maybe the link between the "persistent" SGRs and the dim isolated neutron stars. Following typical procedures for GRB follow-ups, Swift/XRT began to observe the field shortly after the discovery and detected an X-ray counterpart 6 .
Ground based observations also detected an optical source consistent with the high-energy detections. However, it was soon realized that this counterpart behaved differently from the "classical" GRB afterglows observed so far, i.e. the light curves showed evidence of rapid variability with intense flaring activity 7 . The X-ray spectrum, obtained during the first 8000 s of observation, was modeled with an absorbed power law, with a total column density consistent with the Galactic value of N(H) = Our data were collected starting ∼1 min after the burst trigger time. In the first three nights of our observations, the source displayed strong flaring activity 9 ( Fig. 1) . The flares of SWIFT J195509+261406 (see Table 2 It has been suggested that the source is similar to the black hole candidate V4641 Sgr 10 , a Galactic microquasar for which rapid optical variations of a factor up to 500 on a timescale of tens of seconds were also detected 11 and X-ray flares with peak luminosities of up to ∼ 4 × 10 39 erg s −1 (ref.
12), far above the Eddington luminosity of a 10 M ⊙ black hole. In fact, it has been proposed that V4641 Sgr (a high-mass X-ray binary) and SWIFT J195509+261406 belong to the same class of astrophysical objects 13 . However, several lines of evidence point against this association. First, the lack of further detections at γ-ray (by Swift/BAT), millimeter (< 0.6 mJy, 3σ) and centimeter wavelengths (< 0.3 mJy, 3σ, ref. 14) implies a different behaviour from Galactic microquasars, which produce considerable gamma-ray and radio emission at the time of the outbursts 15, 16 . Moreover, the lack of Hα emission (< 9.0 × 10 −16 erg s −1 cm −2 within a 2 ′′ aperture) in our spectra and in our narrow-band images obtained at the 6.0m BTA makes it unlikely that it is an accreting black hole candidate in a binary system.
Another possibility is that this source is mimicking the "bursting pulsar"
GRO J1744-28, a low-mass X-ray binary which displayed ∼20 hard X-ray bursts per hour following its discovery, before it entered a regime of hourly bursting lasting for nearly 4 months, with the burst rate decreasing dramat-ically after that time 17, 18 . Flare peak luminosities reached up to ∼ 10 39 erg s −1 (ref. 19) , far above the Eddington luminosity of a 1.4 M ⊙ neutron star.
No burst episodes were reported at other wavelengths for this pulsar, possibly due to the high Galactic extinction along the line of sight.
Contrary to GRO J1744-28, however, the fact that Swift/BAT has not recorded any other gamma-ray burst from SWIFT J195509+261406 after the initial one, points to the interesting possibility that SWIFT J195509+261406
is a new soft gamma-ray repeater (SGR) in our Galaxy, from which only the 
